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This research replicates the earlier work o f Roncek, Bell, and Francik (1981) that found
public housing blocks in Cleveland, Ohio had higher index crime rates than non-public
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determine whether similar results can be found in Omaha, Nebraska with respect to the
crime o f robbery. The research is framed within the social disorganization perspective
and the routine activities theory. The findings indicate public housing blocks in Omaha
have higher incidences o f robbery than non-public housing blocks, mostly driven by the
higher occurrence o f robbery on blocks with low-rise development property versus highrise tower property. Blocks adjacent to public housing blocks experienced no spillover
effects.

Implications for future research and policy implications stemming from the
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CHAPTER I
PUBLIC HOUSING IN THE U.S.: HISTORY AND CONTEXT
Introduction
People are afraid o f violent crime, particularly robbery. It instills fear because it
is more random and more common than murder or sexual assault, and is more often inter
racial (Wright & Decker, 1997). Despite the seemingly randomness o f robbery, one thing
we do know is that it is more prevalent in some neighborhoods than others (Bursik &
Grasmick, 1993), and researchers have long sought to explain these differences. Some
scholars have questioned whether or not the presence o f public housing property on a
block or in a neighborhood affects violent crime rates in neighboring blocks or areas
(McNulty & Holloway, 2000; Roncek, Bell, & Francik, 1981). Given the sizable
population living on or near public housing blocks and the fear o f violent victimization,
the public deserves to know whether or not the presence o f public housing property
increases the risk o f robbery victimization on/near blocks with public housing property.
Research about crime in public housing is sparse, and data about public housing
residents is difficult to obtain (Holzman, 1996).

Data from the National Crime

Victimization Survey (NCVS) indicates public housing households are more likely to
experience violent crimes than non-public housing households (DeFrances & Smith,
1998). Early research investigating violent crime in public housing found blocks with
public housing did indeed have slightly higher rates o f violent crime than non-public
housing blocks, but when other relevant variables were controlled the importance of
public housing as a predictor o f violent crime was greatly reduced; violence was mostly
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explained by other factors (Roncek, Bell, & Francik, 1981). Other research has found
that race interacts with the presence o f public housing so that public housing acts to
aggravate the relationship o f race and violence; black neighborhoods near public housing
were found to have higher crime rates than either black or white neighborhoods further
away from public housing (McNulty & Holloway, 2000).

Scholars have also found

youth who live in large public housing developments are more likely to engage in serious
violent crime, and to do so more frequently, than youth who do not live in public housing
(Ireland, Thom berry and Loeber, 2003). Finally, the type and size o f the public housing
property (i.e. high-rise tower versus low-rise development) may also be related to violent
crime rates (Ireland et al, 2003; Roncek, Bell & Francik, 1981).
This thesis examines whether the presence of public housing property on a block
in the city o f Omaha, Nebraska affects the frequency o f robberies. M y main research
question is:

Is there a significant difference in the frequency o f robberies on public

housing blocks in Omaha compared to non-public housing blocks? A secondary research
goal is to examine whether the type of housing property is important:

Is there a

significant difference in the frequency o f robberies on blocks with public housing highrise towers compared to blocks with a public housing low-rise development? The
research is examined within the framework o f both the social disorganization perspective
and routine activities theory.
This thesis contributes to extant research by providing more recent and
representative information about violent crime in public housing.

As stated above,

previous research focused on the large public housing authorities (hereinafter referred to
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as PH A ’s) in cities like Chicago and Cleveland and therefore fails to represent typical
public housing in the U.S. (Holzman, 1996). A city the size o f Omaha is a better research
site because it is likely a better representation o f public housing in the U.S. for several
reasons.
In terms o f population for example, Chicago is not representative o f most U.S.
cities. Chicago boasts nearly 2,900,000 residents whereas Omaha is a more average sized
city with about 400,000 residents fwww.quickfacts.census.gov).

The size o f a city

necessarily affects the size o f the city’s public housing property; larger cities have more
people to house and therefore need more public housing units. Further, in terms o f race
and ethnicity, Omaha more closely approximates the overall racial/ethnic composition o f
the U.S. than does Chicago. The 2000 U.S. Census recorded Om aha’s population as 78%
white, 13% black, with about 7% of all racial groups identified as Hispanic or Latino.
The U.S. as a whole was recorded as 75% white, 12% black, with about 12% o f all races
classified as Hispanic or Latino. Conversely, Chicago’s population was reported as 42%
white, 37% black, and about 26% o f all races were classified as Hispanic or Latino.
Lastly, in terms o f poverty, Omaha is more typical of the U.S. as a whole than is Chicago.
In Omaha 11% o f the population lives below the poverty line, whereas nationally the
figure is 13%, and in Chicago the figure is 20% fwww.quickfacts.census.gov). The use
o f this research can then be realistically generalized or applied to areas other than the
research site, which is important for the formation of public policy. Public policy should
not be guided by cases that are atypical, but in the absence o f other information this is
exactly what has occurred in the U.S. with respect to public housing property.
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In short, my thesis will provide information about one violent crime, namely
robbery, that is more applicable to the overall public housing stock of the U.S. than is the
information currently available.

Robbery is the focus of this research because it is a

crime that typically involves strangers and is therefore more predatory in nature and more
likely to foster fear (Wright & Decker, 1997). In the remainder o f this chapter, I will
review the definition and history o f public housing in the U.S. and discuss the theoretical
perspectives that frame my research.
Public Housing in the U.S.: Definition and History
To understand Om aha’s public housing it is first helpful to examine the general
history o f public housing in the U.S.

The term “public housing,” refers to housing

property that is owned by a government entity, usually at the local (city or county) level
and is meant to provide affordable housing to low-income individuals and families
(Jackson, 1985). References to public housing “towers” refer to multi-story towers with
multiple units (usually more than 100). References to “developments” refer to low-rise
(usually one or two story) housing units spanning multiple city blocks; this type of
housing has historically been referred to as “projects.”
The advent o f public housing in the U.S. can be traced to the early 1900’s. Prior
to the 1900’s, the U.S. government left housing concerns in the hands o f the private
market; the acquisition o f housing was seen as an individual problem (Jackson, 1985).
The first real involvement o f the U.S. government in housing development matters (aside
from city zone and code provisions) was during World War I when Congress approved
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housing construction monies to build housing near inner-city weapons factories so that
workers could live nearby (Jackson, 1985).
During the late 1920’s and early 1930’s, the U.S. attitude about housing began to
change. Advocates and lobbyists sprang up to support public housing programs. Many
o f these advocates were influenced by the public housing policies and projects they had
encountered in Europe around this time (Jackson, 1985). President F.D. Roosevelt took
up the issue o f public housing and helped make it a reality because he felt it was
unacceptable that American citizens should live in low quality, unsanitary and unsafe
housing, which often consisted o f tenements and other poorly maintained rental
properties (Banks & Banks, 2004; Jackson, 1985).
During this time o f initial public housing construction, the two main types o f
public housing structures favored by most U.S. cities were low-rise developments and
high-rise towers.

Cities with smaller populations may have favored the low-rise

development, but in larger cities the high-rise tower was long seen as the best type of
housing.

High-rise towers were capable of housing hundreds o f residents (sometimes

thousands) and utilized less land, which was a real constraint in some cities. For example,
the Cabrini Green Homes in Chicago, once seen as a model public housing development,
at its peak sat on seventy acres o f the inner city and housed upwards o f 20,000 residents
in twenty-three high-rise towers (www.voicesofcabrini.com).

Not everyone involved

believed it was a good idea to prioritize efficiency and build mammoth towers. Chicago
city councilman Robert Taylor fought hard against the construction o f these types of
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buildings; a group o f them was named in his honor. Robert Taylor Homes eventually
became one o f the worst and most crime ridden public housing projects in the nation.
Public Housing: An Inner City Phenomenon
The U.S. Housing Act passed in 1937 was sold on the prem ise that it was an
essential element o f urban renewal; the availability o f government grants helped spur
construction (Jackson, 1985).

Cities were slow to establish public housing authorities

(PHA ’s), however, which were necessary for the management o f public housing,
therefore much o f the U.S. public housing stock as we currently know it was built later
during the 1950’s (Banks & Banks, 2004). Once the PH A ’s had been established and
construction was ready to begin the decision o f where to locate the housing was given
little thought; the land on which the slums were located was cheap and the poor already
lived in the neighborhood (Banks & Banks, 2004). Construction on these sites meant the
unsightly and undesirable slums would be replaced and the poor would not have to be
relocated (Banks & Banks, 2004).

The construction o f public housing on the same land

especially benefited local real estate developers (Jackson, 1985). Property values would
go up because o f the refurbished inner-city properties, and their building projects in other
areas o f the city would not be affected by public housing construction.
In many cities an additional factor, expulsive zoning, i.e. zoning which prohibits
certain types of buildings in certain areas, directly affected where public housing towers
and projects could be built.

For example, many cities zoned suburban areas only for

single-family homes but public housing property was nearly always in the form of multi
family structures. Public housing was therefore excluded from outlying and suburban
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areas o f cities because o f city zoning codes and ordinances (Pendall, Nelson, Dawkins, &
Knapp, 2005).
Concentrated Poverty in Public Housing
Most o f the first residents o f public housing were what can be called the “working
poor” (Banks & Banks, 2004; Jackson, 1985).

These working poor included newly

arrived immigrants in need o f housing, families o f men who were off fighting in the war,
and other poor populations.

Public housing was envisioned as a means to provide

temporary housing for these working poor; housing that was decent, clean, and within
their means until they could become more self-sufficient. Thus, in the early days public
housing was a temporary safety net for working class families who fell on hard times
(Banks & Banks, 2004; Jackson, 1985).
Most public housing in the U.S. was built during the 1950’s, and most scholars
agree the severity o f poverty grew substantially worse during the 1960’s; two policies in
particular contributed to the problem (Banks & Banks, 2004; W ilson, 1987; Jackson,
1985). First, the Wagner Housing Act o f 1937 mandated that for every dilapidated unit
o f public housing that was destroyed, one new unit must be built.

The result o f this

policy was that as the need for public housing grew, additional units were severely
limited in number, which by the 1960’s contributed to overcrowding. The second policy
that proved problematic was the Housing Act of 1949, which placed strict upper limits on
the income o f public housing residents (Wi lson, 1987). The result o f this policy was that
working class residents were ineligible for public housing and only the “underclass”

remained; this meant further isolation and concentration of the underclass in public
housing.
The above-mentioned restrictive policies and other social forces (such as the
increased number o f single mothers and the loss o f inner-city manufacturing jobs),
changed public housing dramatically by the 1980’s from housing for the working poor to
housing for those who were desperately impoverished (Wilson, 1996; M assey & Denton,
1993; Wilson, 1987; Jackson, 1985). Instead o f stable families with incomes just below
average, public housing increasingly gave home to single mothers and children, the
disabled and the elderly, and people who were disenfranchised from the job market
entirely living mainly on welfare or other government benefits (Jackson, 1985). Public
housing was no longer a temporary haven but a long term housing solution for
populations with persistent social barriers to success.
For

years,

many

researchers

have

argued

the

degree

o f poverty

and

“disadvantage” in inner cities, and certainly in public housing, perpetuates the
aforementioned poverty and other problems related to poverty such as crime (Sampson &
Wilson, 1990, p. 116; Wilson, 1987).

During the 1980’s and 1990’s several lawsuits

addressed the concentration o f poverty in public housing, via an argument of racial
discrimination (Holiman v. Cisneros, for example). These lawsuits were fought and won
on the premise that concentrated public housing constitutes racial discrimination (Goetz,
2004).

The argument in court was that densely populated high-rise towers isolate the

poorest segments o f the population from the rest o f the city; fewer resources and social
ties are available, schools are poorer, etc. By concentrating public housing in poor, inner-
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city areas, crime itself may then be concentrated in poor areas thereby decreasing crime
in other more affluent regions. Despite these concerns, public housing was repeatedly
built in the inner cities. Thus, lawsuits o f the 1980’s and 1990’s allege public housing
residents are discriminated against because they are cut-off from the rest o f society and
receive sub-standard social services. Omaha, as well as several other cities, have been
affected by such “segregation lawsuits” and have vowed to address the issue (Goetz,
2004).
Public Housing in Omaha, Nebraska
The Omaha Housing Authority (OHA) was established in 1935 and currently
provides homes to more than 5,000 o f the city’s poor, which constitutes approximately
2,500 households (Grace, 3/24/06). Nearly all o f the OH A ’s operation costs are received
from the U.S. Department o f Housing and Urban Development (HUD), which receives its
funds through federal taxes. A small portion o f the OH A ’s income is derived from tenant
rent collection and city subsidy (Grace, 3/24/06; www.ohauthority.org).

In 2006, the

O H A ’s budget was approximately $68 million dollars with almost $12 million o f this
designated for spending on traditional public housing, which is the focus o f this research
(Grace, 3/24/06; Grace, 5/3/06).
The O H A ’s public housing stock addressed in this research consists of
approximately 1,400 housing units in eleven high-rise towers and approximately 700
housing units in four low-rise housing developments (www.ohauthority.org). In Omaha,
all o f the public housing high-rise towers and low-rise developments are located in the
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eastern-most portion o f the city, where land use is mixed, income is lower, and the vast
majority o f the city’s minority population resides (www.ersvs.com).
A third type o f public housing stock in Omaha is scattered site housing, which
consists o f about 600 single-family dwellings such as free-standing homes, duplexes, or
smaller apartment complexes. Scattered site housing is not always located on a group of
blocks (as are developments) or on any block in particular (as are towers) - it truly is
scattered throughout the city (although mainly in the eastern portion).

Blocks that

contain a scattered site property might only have one home or duplex, a small apartment
complex with few units, etc.; the exact data for the distribution o f this property is
unavailable at this time therefore scattered site housing will not be included in the
analyses.

There is a possible sample bias introduced by not including this type o f

housing in the current research. The OHA residents who live in scattered site properties
must first reside in the other two forms o f public housing for a set amount o f time. Those
residents who do not get along well in towers and/or developments or who do not keep up
with their rent are not permitted to move into the scattered site properties. This could
possibly result in the exodus o f non-trouble-making residents from towers and low-rise
developments, which would leave only the new residents and those residents who are
considered trouble-makers. However, any resident engaged in criminal activity is subject
to eviction, regardless o f what type of housing they reside, therefore, this bias is of
limited concern.
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Map One: Public Housing Properties in Omaha, Nebraska

744th

72nd
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The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) ceased
distributing specific demographic data about public housing residents in the early 1980’s
(Holzman, 1996). For this reason, information specific to Omaha’s public housing
population is difficult to obtain; general demographic information for the nation’s public
housing as a whole has been published and can be generalized to O m aha’s public housing
residents. HUD reports more than 40% o f public housing residents live in areas that are
m ostly black, and more than 40% live in areas that have “concentrated poverty”
(www.huduser.org). HUD reports the demographic characteristics o f public housing
residents is in most cases similar to that o f the surrounding area.
The concentration o f public housing in inner cities has been found to affect crime
rates (Roncek, et al, 1981; Pyle, 1976). Roncek, Bell, and Francik (1981) found that in
Cleveland not only did the proximity o f public housing affect crime rates in neighboring
areas, but the large size o f the buildings had a significant effect on crime throughout the
city. Recent research examining public housing, race, and crime in Atlanta found that
higher crime rates in minority neighborhoods were mostly explained by the presence of
public housing (M cNulty & Holloway, 2000).
The Social Disorganization Perspective and Public Housing
Crime rates exhibited in public housing may be explained using the social
disorganization perspective.

The social disorganization perspective describes crime as

the result o f com m unities’ inability to recognize common values and maintain social
control (Sampson & Wilson, 1990). This definition is admittedly vague. In brief, the
social disorganization perspective posits that heterogeneous communities in which there
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is a high rate o f residential mobility and poverty lose the ability to maintain the social ties
and shared values necessary to maintain social order (Park & Burgess, 1925; Shaw &
McKay, 2003). In Chicago, where the majority o f social disorganization research was
initially conducted, the constant influx of new immigrants was seen to create social
disorganization.

The constant disruption to the community that stemmed from people

perpetually moving in and out negatively affected community ties. Interpersonal contact
between neighbors was lost when the area’s residents were unstable and heterogeneous;
the result was a failure to establish or maintain a strong “moral order” (Park & Burgess,
1925).

When a strong sense o f community values and norms are absent, social groups

are allowed to form behaviors and mores that are deviant; these deviations then take on a
momentum o f their own and become part o f the culture o f the neighborhood (Park &
Burgess, 1925).

In this way, a neighborhood can remain disorganized indefinitely,

regardless what group lives there because the cause o f the problem lies in the
characteristics o f the area, not in the characteristics of the residents.
The social disorganization perspective emphasizes the ecology o f cities. Cities
are portrayed as comprised o f interdependent parts that function as a whole, an idea
borrowed from the realm o f plant life in the natural sciences (Park & Burgess, 1925). If
one area o f a city, or zone, experiences a disruption, such as an influx of new immigrants,
all other areas o f the city are then affected. In other words, when one area o f the city
undergoes change in a short amount of time, the effects spill over into the rest o f the city.
There is in nearly every city, theoretically, an area that attracts newcomers because the
rents are low, and when the newcomers move in the current residents leave; this area is
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known as the zone o f transition or “mobility” (Park & Burgess, 1925). In Chicago, this
process o f encroachment was observed repeatedly with different immigrant groups
moving into the area o f the city nearest the industrial center.

When new immigrant

groups moved in, social networks were disturbed, community institutions suffered, and
general social disorder ensued. This particular area o f the city was in a constant state of
disruption and consistently had the highest crime and delinquency rates (Park & Burgess,
1925; Shaw & McKay, 2003).

The community was never able to become socially

organized because residents were constantly coming and going. The lack o f residential
stability was theorized to prohibit residents from developing interest in the community
and in one another. Because o f the heterogeneous nature o f the neighborhood, shared
social values and norms were not present, social disorder emerged, and crime and
deviancy followed.
These initial ideas o f social disorganization set in motion an entire movement in
the study o f crime and deviance.

The emphasis was removed from individual

explanations for criminality that were previously popular and moved to the study o f the
com m unity’s affect on crime rates.

Subsequent theories o f social disorganization

expanded the basic tenets to include ideas such as social isolation (Sampson & Wilson,
1990), collective efficacy (Sampson, 1995), hypersegregation (Massey & Denton, 1993)
and others. In recent years, the social disorganization perspective has also been used to
explain the race-crime relationship (Sampson & Wilson, 1990; Sampson, Raudenbush &
Earls, 1997). These more recent theories focus on the social disorder resulting from the
isolation o f blacks in the inner-city. The idea is that because the depths o f inner-cities are
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isolated from mainstream norms and values as well as from social services such as health
care, decent schools, employment opportunities, etc., the com m unity is unable to
recognize any shared goals or organize against any problems.

This lack o f efficacy

undermines processes o f social control, whether formal or informal (Sampson, 1995).
The social disorganization perspective and derivations thereof focus on five main
elements (Stark, 1987). First, disorganized communities are densely populated; i.e. there
are too many people and not enough space. Second, disorganized areas are poor areas.
The residents typically lack the financial resources to leave or they would do so likewise people with financial resources do not move into the area. Third, disorganized
communities experience high levels o f residential instability. People do not buy homes
and live there for the rest o f their lives; the residents rent and mostly plan to leave as soon
as they are financially able. Fourth, these communities are typically located in parts o f
the city that are designated for multiple uses (Stark, 1987). For example, businesses may
be located next to apartment complexes, which may be built next to private homes. Last,
disorganized areas are dilapidated and in poor repair. The buildings are not maintained,
trash is not picked up off the street - the neighborhood genuinely looks disorganized.
Based on the five elements described above, social disorganization is a
perspective that has the potential to explain crime in the special environment of public
housing.

All o f the elements apply to Omaha’s public housing:

the properties are

densely populated, the residents are in poverty, the area o f town in which the properties
are located is o f mixed use and is poor in general, there are likely high levels o f mobility
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(in fact public housing is meant to be non-permanent housing), and the neighborhoods are
in disrepair.
A good example o f the convergence o f the five elements detailed by Stark (1987)
as conducive to social disorganization is seen in the OHA-owned Jackson Tower, located
on 27th and Jackson Streets near downtown Omaha. This tower has approximately 200
single occupancy units, although in some cases two people may share a unit and there are
typically a given num ber o f unauthorized tenants living in the building unbeknownst to
the OHA management. A visual survey o f the area surrounding Jackson Tower will find:
Interstate 480 approximately two blocks to the west, a church on the next block south, the
central offices o f the OHA just to the north o f Jackson Tower on the same block (the
block north o f this is home to several businesses), a business and private homes on the
block to the east. Within only a few blocks o f the tower there are several auto repair
establishments, a grocery store, a playground, an exotic dance club and bar, a medical
office o f some kind, a laundromat, another church, an elementary school, duplexes, small
apartment complexes, and free-standing homes. On any given day people can be seen
wandering around the area - waiting for buses, walking to and from establishments, or
just sitting on the comers or sidewalks. Police cars drive by frequently.

M ost o f the

other towers and developments are similarly located in neighborhoods that generally
resemble this picture.
Park and Burgess (1925) understood that in the absence o f a community’s ability
to realize and enforce informal social controls based upon shared values and norms,
formal measures o f social control would increase.

Public housing communities have
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experienced exactly this trend. In 1996, then President Bill Clinton passed a “one-strike,
you’re out” law that enables PH A ’s to evict residents for any criminal activity committed
by any person in the household, whether or not the act is committed on PHA property. In
addition, many PH A ’s, including Omaha, have established public safety departments
complete with patrol officers, surveillance equipment, 24-hour telephone assistance, etc.;
some o f the larger cities such as Cleveland and Boston have established their own fully
accredited police forces (www.clima.org; www.bostonauthoritv.org).
In sum, because public housing communities struggle with all of the elements
generally

considered

in theory to decrease

social control

and increase social

disorganization, the social disorganization perspective is a relevant framework within
which to analyze public housing and robbery.
Routine Activities Theory and Public Housing
Complimentary to the social disorganization explanation for community crime
rates is the routine activities theory. Routine activities theory describes crime as most
likely to occur when three elements “converge” in space and time: a motivated offender,
the absence o f a capable guardian, and the presence o f a suitable target (Cohen & Felson,
1979). Felson (1994) describes guardians as especially important in crime intervention
and prevention.

In the face o f a suitable and attractive target, the mere presence of

passers-by or neighbors is described as a deterrent that could sway an offender from
committing a crime. Although routine activities theory has been classified as a theory to
explain property crime, Felson (1994) argues it is equally applicable to predatory crimes,
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and especially the crime o f robbery. A robber is the motivated offender, the target is the
wallet, purse, etc., and the guardian is the victim (Felson, 1994, p .30).
In routine activities theory, the motivated offender is presented as a given or
constant and nearly all people are assumed to possess a propensity to offend; this is a
criticism o f the theory (Cullen & Agnew, 2003, p. 269). The theory essentially assumes
that given the presence o f a desirable target and the absence o f a suitable guardian for
said target, motivated offenders will take advantage o f the chance to offend. Because o f
this assumption, and because the issue is seldom discussed in research except to note it as
a limitation o f the theory, I will follow the lead o f prior research and focus on targets and
guardians.
A suitable target must be visible, accessible and attractive (Felson, 1994). The
O H A ’s residents may be especially visible and accessible because 83% o f the household
heads are unemployed (Grace, 5/3/2006). Because these individuals do not work, they
are more likely to be in and around the property at any given time, thereby presenting a
large pool o f potential targets for a motivated offender but also a large number o f
potential guardians (residents’ efficacy as guardians will be addressed below). Residents
in public housing, especially in high-rise towers, may also be easier targets for crime
because they are highly visible when going about their daily activities. For example, in
both high-rise towers and in low-rise developments parking areas and public walkways
are shared. Residents o f towers have even more shared space; laundry facilities, both
indoor and outdoor recreation areas, hallways and elevators are shared. In the low-rise
developments, the units are adjacent and the buildings are in close proximity to one
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another. Private space is limited to a small stoop outside the door and a small patch of
lawn.
Targets in public housing may be made less attractive by the presence o f security
measures such as surveillance systems, security systems, and electronic entryway systems
that record the identity and times of entry/exit, which are all examples o f automated
guardians. The presence o f these devices must be obvious or well known to the potential
offender to be o f any deterrent value, but they can be o f substantial value after a crime
has been committed. For example, the OHA has surveillance systems installed at the
high-rise towers in the entryways and in most hallways. If a resident is robbed in any of
these areas, the recording o f the incident can be forwarded to police for investigative
purposes.
Public housing residents might be considered less capable or vigilant guardians
because they may be less likely to report offenders, especially if the offender’s identity is
known to them (Popkin, 2003). The offender is often a guest, a relative, or a friend, and
reporting family members or friends to the police is not an easy decision; most people
would not want to “rat” on their boyfriend or brother (Popkin, 2003).

In addition,

residents may fear for their own safety if they report a crime and therefore feel the most
sensible thing to do is to “mind their own business” and wait for authorities to figure
things out themselves (Popkin, Gwiasda, Rosenbaum, Olson & Buron, 2000, p.7).
Routine Activities and Anonymity
Newman (1972) describes public housing high-rise towers as “anonymous”
buildings where residents have little notion o f privacy or territory.

His view, which
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became widely accepted by policy makers, is that the structure o f high-rise public
housing towers does not allow enough private space for residents; the absence of private
space results in the lack o f a sense of territory and pride or ownership o f the building.
Subsequently, residents feel no ownership of, or attachment to, their area or building and
therefore are not likely to feel obligated to protect the space.

This means they are

ineffective guardians against crime in the sense that Cohen and Felson (1979) envisioned
a guardian. Thus the concept o f anonymity or lack thereof in this case, is one that has
been often noted in research in relation to the size and style (i.e. high-rise tower) o f the
public housing environment.
As mentioned above, levels o f effective guardianship are thought to be affected
by the size o f public housing structures; i.e. their lack o f private territory, their large size
and the resulting density o f residents promotes anonymity.

Research by Roncek and

M aier (1991) explains that the more people that are present in an area, the less able
potential guardians are to effectively observe criminal activities.

W hen an offender

perceives the guardians are less capable, the prospect o f committing a crime becomes
more attractive. Obviously, the larger a public housing building is the more residents it
houses and the more potential visitors the residents may have.

The sheer number of

people in and around the building at any given time inherently creates increased
anonymity.
The purpose o f this thesis is to examine whether or not the presence of public
housing property on a city block affects the rate of robbery, and whether or not this
increased risk will spillover onto adjacent blocks. Because o f their emphasis on both
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structural and/or community conditions that are conducive to crime, both the social
disorganization perspective and routine activities theory provide an adequate framework
from which to answer these questions and interpret the findings.

To evaluate the

robustness o f each framework, in the following chapter I will analyze research in support
o f or in opposition to both the social disorganization perspective and routine activities
theory.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
The Social Disorganization Perspective
The social disorganization perspective has suffered many criticisms, several of
which have been addressed by Bursik (1988). One criticism o f the perspective is that the
concepts are ill measured. For example, some research claims high crime rates in an area
are evidence o f social disorganization, but then includes crime rates as a measure o f
social disorganization; this constitutes tautological reasoning (Akers & Sellers, 2004). In
other words, it is faulty reasoning to conclude high crime rates are both the cause and the
result o f social disorganization.

Bursik (1988) contended it is more appropriate for

researchers to use definitions o f social disorganization that measure the neighborhood or
com m unity’s ability to “ ...regulate itself through formal and informal processes of social
control” rather than the area’s delinquency or crime rate (p.527). Bursik (1988) clarified
that social disorganization was not theorized to directly cause crime, rather social
disorganization decreases informal social controls, which in turn allows crime to flourish.
An additional criticism o f the perspective addressed by Bursik (1988) was the
notion that communities and/or neighborhoods are too heterogeneous to achieve a
consensus o f beliefs and values. He responded that communities m ay not always reach a
consensus about the seriousness of every type o f crime, for example street crime or white
collar crime, but research has found most people “desire a life-style at least free from the
threat o f serious crim es...” (p.535). Therefore, a consensus does in fact exist; people
want to lead lives free o f victimization. Bursik (1988) believes the social disorganization
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perspective is therefore suitable for the study of violent crimes such as robbery, and other
index offenses ( p.535).
Other scholars such as Komhauser (1978) have complained that the perspective
could not explain individual-level deviancy, a task for which it was often utilized. Bursik
(1988) countered this criticism by arguing that group-level (i.e. neighborhood) and
individual-level factors are “complementary” in criminological theory (Bursik, 1988,
p .523) because individuals are located within their environments.

In other words, one

level o f analysis by itself is necessarily incomplete; both levels o f analysis are important.
He applauded attempts by researchers to examine both levels because this results in a
more “comprehensive” evaluation o f crime (Bursik, 1988, p. 523).
In short, for a period o f time in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s the social
disorganization perspective lost favor due to the criticisms discussed above. Bursik
(1988) was able to counter the criticisms and suggested methods researchers could
employ to avoid the problems, thereby reviving the social disorganization perspective in
the late 1980’s. He found the criticisms could be overcome if researchers take care to
properly specify and operationalize concepts and theoretical processes, as described
above. He made it clear to the criminological community that these concerns should not
be considered fatal to the perspective.
Sampson and his colleagues (1997) also made important contributions to the
social disorganization perspective. They specified the concept o f “collective efficacy” as
a mode o f social disorganization; collective efficacy occurs when residents of a
community take direct action to prevent crime and delinquency. Likewise, Stark (1987)
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specifically detailed the relevant aspects o f neighborhoods that would affect social
disorganization - density, poverty, mixed land use, residential mobility and dilapidation.
Research evaluating social disorganization is mixed. For example, some research
has found social disorganization, measured as the level o f community supervision o f
youth gangs, friendship ties, and participation in neighborhood organizations, predicted
crime in British neighborhoods (Sampson & Groves, 1989). Other research has found
social disorganization variables significantly predicted both white and black drug arrest
rates over time (Parker & Maggard, 2005). Moreover, some scholars suggest that social
disorganization affects crime rates, but this effect could be mitigated by other factors
such as residents’ satisfaction with their neighborhood, residents’ satisfaction with local
police, or individuals’ levels o f impulsivity (Silver & Miller, 2004; Silver, 2000).
In short, although the social disorganization perspective has fallen into and out o f
favor over the years, it should be considered a valid framework within which to study
crime.

The main criticisms have been that the concepts are vague or incorrectly

measured, but researchers can avoid these problems by using more specific measures and
by clearly defining their theoretical linkages.
Routine Activities Theory
Like the social disorganization perspective, routine activities theory has been
criticized. A main criticism, as stated in Chapter I, is that the element o f a motivated
offender is considered a constant, and in fact cannot be measured. A second criticism is
that routine activities theory posits that motivated offenders will be deterred, for example
if they observe a guardian is present or if they decide the target is not desirable. Similar
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to this criticism, the theory also does not explain why some people are motivated to
offend and others are not (Akers & Sellers, 2004).
Despite the above-mentioned criticisms, routine activities theory is relatively
well-supported both by research and by real-life events. For example, recent research has
found both violent crime and property crime were related to “pleasant” weather
conditions during which more people interact and are available as targets (Hipp, Bauer,
Curran & Bollen, 2004).

Other research has found motivated offenders take into

consideration the type o f building as well as the time o f day when deciding the suitability
o f potential burglary targets (Coupe & Blake, 2006). Research has also addressed the
phenomena o f looting during natural disasters and found during such times individuals
are “provoked” to act in criminal ways; the chaos o f the situation both fosters and enables
motivated offenders to commit crimes (Wortley, 1997).

Further, scholars have found

armed robbers will take advantage o f the opportunity to commit a robbery if the situation
presents itself, whether or not they need the money (Wright & Decker, 1997). The latter
finding suggests the elements o f a desirable target and a weak guardian are especially
important in routine activities theory’s application to the crime o f robbery.
Overall, routine activities theory is well-supported by research and has been used
to explain both violent crime and property crime. Because robbery involves the taking of
property through the use o f force, it can be thought o f both as a violent crime and as a
property crime; it is therefore particularly well suited to research within the routine
activities framework (Wright & Decker, 1997).

Despite the fact it does not clearly

address the element o f motivated offenders, researchers have m ostly been willing to
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accept that the offenders are present and have shown that, given the chance, people will
offend.
Public Housing Research
Literature directly analyzing crime in and/or near public housing property is
scarce, but other aspects o f public housing have been more thoroughly researched
(DeFrances & Smith, 1998; Varady & Preiser, 1998). For example, some research has
focused on the perceptions o f public housing residents.

DeFrances and Smith (1998)

suggest that public housing residents are more likely than non-public housing residents to
believe their neighborhood has a crime problem. Research has also found residents of
scattered site housing and residents o f traditional high-rise towers or low-rise
developments are equally satisfied with their housing (Varady & Preiser, 1998). These
topics are not directly relevant to the current research but highlight the direction of
current research.
Other public housing research has evaluated the success o f public housing
deconcentration efforts.

For example, scholars have found families who moved from

“projects” to Section 8 homes (usually stand-alone, single-family homes or duplexes)
experienced few changes in terms o f employment, earnings or welfare status, but their
general health and well-being was slightly improved (Katz, Kling, & Liebman, 2001).
Research has also found Section 8 residents who moved to the suburbs did not inherently
experience more difficulty during their housing search and moving process than did the
residents who moved but remained in the inner-city; the difficulty o f finding eligible
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housing and overcoming discrimination might vary by city and region (Varady &
Walker, 2003).
More relevant to the current research, scholars have found the presence o f
scattered-site public housing does not affect crime rates in the overall neighborhood
(Santiago, Galster & Pettit, 2003). Research o f 38 scattered-site properties in Denver,
Colorado, found there was no increase in either violent crime or property crime
subsequent to the designation o f scattered-site public housing in the neighborhood
(Santiago et al, 2003). Although this finding is encouraging, scattered-site housing is not
included in the current research for reasons previously discussed.

Instead, the current

thesis will address crime in traditional public housing properties, including high-rise
towers and low-rise developments.
Early research o f crime in Cleveland’s public housing found public housing areas
“imported” crime from surrounding areas (Pyle, 1976). Pyle (1976) reported nearly half
(46%) o f crimes that occurred on public housing property were “imports,” meaning the
offenders did not live in the area.

He further reported slightly fewer violent crimes,

compared to property crimes, were “imported.” He concluded that even in the case of
violent crime, public housing presented some level o f opportunity for crime or in some
way increased the likelihood o f criminal victimization. Factors cited by Pyle (1976) as
contributing to crime in public housing areas included property density, racial
concentration, public housing concentration, and the structure of public housing
properties.
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Similarly, research analyzing Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and Rochester, New York
youth found juveniles who lived in public housing in Pittsburgh committed more violent
crime than youth who did not live in public housing (Ireland et al, 2003). The Rochester
youth who lived in public housing had similar rates o f offending as youth who did not
live in public housing. (Ireland et al, 2003). The authors o f this research argue that the
important difference between the two groups of youth was that the Rochester public
housing youth did not live in large, densely populated developments as did the youth in
Pittsburgh (Ireland et al, 2003). Thus, this research provides further evidence that the
form, or type o f public housing structure, matters.
Research has also addressed crime and public housing in Atlanta, Georgia.
M cNulty and Holloway (2000) examined whether the presence o f public housing
properties in Atlanta affected crime rates in nearby neighborhoods; their thesis was that
the strength o f the race-crime relationship would decrease as distance from public
housing property increased.

Their research excluded robbery and property crime but

found that for murder, rape, assault and public order crimes, proximity to public housing
was an explanatory factor. The authors concluded the presence o f public housing should
be accounted for in all research that asserts a relationship between race and crime, as the
presence o f public housing property is a strong explanatory variable whose exclusion
could cause spurious and misleading results (McNulty & Holloway, 2000, p.7). They
cautioned that based on their findings, all previous research that did not include the
presence o f public housing as a control variable should be questioned as it may have
over-estimated the race-crime relationship.
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Directly relevant to this thesis is the earlier work o f Roncek, Bell, and Francik
(1981), which I intend to replicate. Their research sought to determine w hether or not the
size o f public housing property affected crime, and whether or not adjacency to public
housing blocks affected crime. The type o f public housing (i.e. high-rise tower or lowrise development) was not considered in their research because, at the time of the
research, their study site, Cleveland, Ohio, did not have public housing high-rise towers.
Their research therefore only pertains to public housing low-rise developments.
To explain differential outcomes by crime type, Roncek et al (1981) included the
seven index crimes as dependent variables (murder, sexual assault, robbery, assault,
burglary, grand theft, and auto theft). Each incident o f crime was coded to a census block
using Census Bureau computer programs and software; composite frequencies of the
blocks were then used for analysis. The authors analyzed the actual num ber o f crimes
committed rather than the rate o f crime because a rate is calculated using the number of
crimes on a block as the numerator and the number o f residents on a block as the
denominator. A block with high crime might appear to have a low crime rate, which
would be a “distortion” (Roncek et al, 1981, p. 154). In other words, reliance on rates
may overshadow the reality o f which blocks actually had more crime.
Roncek and his colleagues (1981) analyzed three main independent variables: the
number o f public housing units on the blocks, the distance (proximity) o f blocks from
public housing property, and a weighted index of the distance of blocks from any public
housing property.

These variables were chosen to analyze the effect o f density

(concentration) o f public housing property, as well as the effect o f distance (proximity)
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from public housing. They were interested in identifying the relationship between public
housing and the geographical spread, if any, o f the influence o f public housing on crime.
Roncek and his colleagues (1981) explained that previous research found social
and housing characteristics o f blocks affected crime in residential areas (p. 155).
Therefore, in order to ensure the main independent variables used in their research
captured the direct effect on crime rather than the effect o f spurious factors, they included
13 control variables in their research. Their control variables were the following: the
percentage o f prim ary individuals (adult household heads living alone), the percentage o f
female-headed households (including married or unmarried), the percentage o f blacks,
the percentage o f Spanish-speaking people in the census tract, the percentage o f people
age 60 and over, the ratio o f males to females, the percentage o f men aged 18 to 24, the
average rent, overcrowding (percentage o f people living in units with one or more people
per room), gross density per acre, population potential, the percentage o f housing units
located in building with 10 or more units, and the vacancy rate (p. 155).
Roncek and his colleagues (1981) attempted to control for all potential causal
variables identified in prior sociological research in order to isolate the specific effects o f
public housing on crime. Using the above described variables, they analyzed zero-order
correlations, conducted t-tests for difference o f means, and ran multiple regressions.
Roncek et al (1981) found blocks in Cleveland with public housing property did
indeed have higher rates o f crime, and the size o f these properties had a slight effect on
crime rates throughout the entire city. They also found blocks adjacent to public housing
blocks did experience mild spillover effects; there was no spillover onto blocks that were
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next to adjacent blocks, which indicates the spillover effects were negligible. Further, the
size o f the public housing properties was found to affect crime across all city blocks.
They concluded public opposition to public housing is “unjustified,” as there was very
little evidence that public housing affected crime once the control variables were taken
into account (Roncek et al, 1981, p. 164). They further concluded that because the size of
the public housing properties was significant in predicting crime, efforts should be made
to create smaller public housing developments and to more evenly disperse public
housing units throughout the city.
The Current Thesis
This thesis will contribute to prior research in three important ways.

First, as

explained previously in Chapter I, extant research of crime in/near public housing has
typically referenced cities much larger and less homogeneous than Omaha. For example,
Cleveland, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Atlanta are all large cities with diverse
populations, but Omaha more closely resembles the average U.S. demographics than do
these cities and is therefore more generalizable to the average U.S. city. In short, prior
research o f crime in/near public housing is limited because it cannot be generalized to
public housing in smaller, more average, U.S. cities. This thesis extends prior research
by providing information that is applicable to typical public housing environments in
mid-size or small cities.
Second, extant research is dated, using data from the 1970’s and 1980’s; my
thesis will provide more recent information using data from the year 2000. Specifically,
research that addressed issues o f proximity to public housing and crime, such as that of
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Roncek et al (1981) and Pyle (1976) is now over 20 years old. Very little research has
since been conducted to address these specific questions. Also, the research that has been
conducted has failed to control for some relevant independent variables, such as the size
or structure o f the properties; this means the results o f the research could be biased and/or
inaccurate.
Last, replication o f previous research is important to further confirm prior
research findings. By replicating Roncek and his colleagues’ (1981) prior research, the
current thesis may further explain the impact o f the presence o f public housing on
neighborhood crime rates. Such information may then be used to continue to improve
policies relevant to public housing and crime.
In short, public policy should be informed by recent and relevant information; this
thesis meets both criteria. The results will be recent and will be applicable to other cities
such as Omaha with more traditional public housing structures and relatively
homogeneous populations. In the following chapter, I will present and discuss the data
and methods that I will employ in this research.
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CHAPTER III
DATA & METHODS
The City
Omaha, Nebraska is a mostly white, middle-class, Midwestern city. In 2000, the
year considered in this research, Omaha was home to approximately 390,000 residents.
In that year, 78.4% o f the population was white, 13.3% was black, and 2.5% was
American Indian, Eskimo, Aleut, Asian or Pacific Islander; 7.5% o f the population
identified themselves as Hispanic (U.S. Bureau o f the Census, 2000).

The per capita

income for an Omaha resident in 2000 was approximately $21,791; for the U.S. as a
whole this amount was $21,587 (U.S. Bureau o f the Census, 2000). Eighty-six percent o f
Omahans aged 25 and over held a high school degree (or its equivalent) in 2000, which
was slightly higher than the national figure o f 80.4% (U.S. Bureau o f the Census, 2000).
Likewise, 28.7% o f Omahans aged 25 and over held a bachelor’s degree or higher in
2000, which was slightly higher than the national figure of 24.4% (U.S. Bureau o f the
Census, 2000). In that year, 12% o f Omaha residents lived in poverty, which is slightly
less than the national figure o f 12.4% (U.S. Bureau o f the Census, 2000).
Unit of Analysis
This research uses city blocks as the unit o f analysis because city blocks are the
“smallest geographical sub-areas which are relatively homogeneous in socio-economic
and housing characteristics and for which reliable data can be tabulated” (Roncek, Bell,
& Francik, 1981). For statistical purposes, it is important to use the appropriate level of
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analysis because aggregate data can obscure, or mask, differences between cases.

In

addition, it is always easier to aggregate data at a later point than to disaggregate data.
The city blocks in this research include all blocks with either an OH A owned
public housing high-rise tower or an OHA owned public housing low-rise development,
and all other city blocks.

Further, because this research is interested in discovering

proximity or spillover effects, blocks that are located directly next to these public housing
blocks are defined and measured as “adjacent” blocks. For a list o f the actual census
block codes as I have designated them in this research see Appendices B, C, and D.
A limitation o f using city block level analysis is that the assignment o f a crime to
one city block or the other is sometimes arbitrary. For example, former Omaha police
officers have related to me in conversation that if a crime occurs in the middle o f a street,
officers on the scene o f the crime may or may not try to ascertain on which side o f the
street the victim lived or was traveling as an indicator o f where the crime should be
counted.

In the absence o f information to help decide, an officer may simply look to

whatever address is within his vision and use this address in the report, which is then
used to identify on which block a crime occurred.

This is an acceptable limitation,

however, given that most crimes will not occur in the middle o f the street.
Robbery: the Dependent Variable
Robbery is the dependent variable in this research. Robbery and homicide are
two violent index crimes that are well-defined and have been consistently reported over
the years; because homicide is a very rare event, it is more appropriate to consider
robbery in this research. Robbery is defined as “the taking or attempting to take anything
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o f value from the care, custody, or control o f a person or persons by force or threat of
force or violence and/or by putting the victim in fear (www.fbi.gov).

Criminal

victimization surveys indicate about half of all robberies are reported to police, which is a
better reporting rate than the remaining two index crimes o f assault and sexual assault
(Blumstein, 2000). This limitation in reporting, however, should be kept in mind when
interpreting results.
In Omaha in 2000 there were 985 reported robberies, as indicated by my data. In
a recent report, the FBI reported that in 1999, in cities with populations over 250,000
residents, 57% o f all known robberies occurred on streets or highways, approximately
18% occurred in businesses or banks, 12% in residences, and the remaining 13%
occurred in “miscellaneous” locations (www.fbi.gov). In that year, in the nation as a
whole, firearms were used in 40% of robberies, physical force (i.e. “strong arm tactics”)
were used in 42% o f robberies, and in the remaining 18% other dangerous weapons or
knives were used. O f all cleared robberies in 1999, approximately 15% o f offenders were
classified as juveniles aged 18 and younger (www.fbi.gov).

W hile this information

pertains to 1999 rather than the year 2000, the year relevant to the current research, these
percentages are unlikely to have changed much from one year to the next. This thesis
will include all robberies known to Omaha police, irrespective o f type.
Main Independent Variables
This research replicates prior research by Roncek, Bell, and Francik (1981) in
which they measured the effect o f proximity to public housing on crime.

This prior

research also discussed the problem o f the size o f the public housing towers.

To
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determine the effect o f public housing on robbery I use a variable measuring whether or
not each city block contains public housing property. To determine the effect o f public
housing on robbery on adjacent blocks I use a variable measuring whether or not each
city block is or is not adjacent to a public housing block. Last, to determine if public
housing towers and developments affect robbery differentially, I will use a variable
measuring whether or not the public housing block contains a tower or development.
Other Independent Variables
Because single household heads, singles in general, age, sex, and income are all
discussed in the extant literature when assessing the relationship to crime and are also
relevant to both the social disorganization perspective and routine activities theory, the
demographics o f the city blocks must be measured and compared. For example, many
theories o f social disorganization include a composite variable that attempts to capture
the concept o f concentrated disadvantage; typically these measures include such details
as the rate o f female headed household, income, and unemployment rates. Ronceck and
his colleagues (1981) included variables for female headed households, poverty, the
percent o f primary individuals, the sex ratio o f the block, and the percent o f residents
over 60 years o f age. Because limited information of this type was available at the block
level and/or within m y data, m y research does not include these variables. However,
public housing residents are by definition extremely poor; as reported previously, 83% o f
O m aha’s public housing residents are unemployed (Grace, 5/3/2006).
related problems are inherently present on public housing blocks.

Poverty and its
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The following demographic variables are taken from the census and will be
included in my research: 1) the percentage o f blacks, and 2) the percentage o f Hispanic.
These variables are included in the research in part because failure to include relevant
independent variables is a violation o f a primary assumption o f linear regression (Menard,
2002). The result o f excluding relevant variables could be that the relationship between
the independent variable(s) and the dependent variable will be incorrectly measured; a
variable that is not significant could be reported significant in the output, or likewise, a
variable that is significant could be reported not significant. The analysis o f the above
demographic information at the block level is therefore helpful in the interpretation of the
results because when significant differences exist, this information helps ensure the
difference is due to these factors and not due to the presence o f public housing.
Block Population and Housing Characteristic Variables
Density is an important factor that is conducive to crime according to the social
disorganization perspective. Routine activities theory also notes both building type and
density as important factors related to crime. As discussed previously, block density is
thought to affect crime because as density increases, the more visitors will come and go
from a property, the less likely residents are to know each other, etc. Increased block
density and population therefore increase anonymity and this in turn results in less
effective guardianship. For these reasons, several census variables are included in the
current research. This research includes a variable indicating the total block population;
this is simply the number o f people who live on the block. This research also includes a
density variable that measures the number o f people per acre, and is then calculated to the
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block size.

A block area variable is also included as this variable is related to the

calculation o f density.
The social disorganization perspective notes the stability o f neighborhoods to be
an important factor related to crime (Stark, 1987).

Ideally, a measure o f length of

residence would be best to include in the research, however this census information was
available at the census tract level and not at the block level. It is not methodologically
sound to use more than one level o f analysis in the type o f regression conducted here;
therefore this information was not included. However, the following proxy indicators of
residential instability as calculated from census data will be included in the research: 1)
the vacancy rate o f each block (calculated as the number o f vacant properties divided by
the total properties owned and rented, multiplied by 100), and 2) the percent o f property
on each block that is for sale (calculated as the number o f properties for rent and for sale
divided by the number o f properties rented and owned, multiplied by 100). Further, the
following measure o f block residential stability, also calculated from census data, is used:
the ownership rate o f each block (calculated as the number o f properties owned divided
by the number o f properties owned and rented, multiplied by 100).

The zero order

correlations among the stability and instability variables indicate no significant
collinearity or correlations. These housing characteristics also provide detail and depth to
interpretation o f the results.
As mentioned

in

Chapter II,

Stark

(1987) identified

the

neighborhood

characteristics that would affect social disorganization as density, poverty, mixed land
use, and residential mobility.

This research includes variables measuring density and
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mobility (through proxy measures); the other three variables noted by Stark will not be
used because the information was not available at the time o f this research. For a
descriptive analysis o f the raw independent variables, see Appendix E.
This research determines what, if any, dispersion o f crime (i.e. spillover) exists
for blocks adjacent to public housing, and whether or not the spillover effect is greater or
lesser for public housing high-rise towers compared to public housing low-rise
developments. The levels o f robbery on public housing and non-public housing blocks
are compared to determine if there is a statistically significant difference by using t-tests
for difference o f means.

Multiple regression is used to determine the direction and

strength o f each o f the variables as they relate to the dependent variable, robbery.
T-Tests for Difference of Means
A two-sided t-test for difference of means is used to determine if there is a
statistical difference in the level o f robberies between blocks with public housing and
blocks without public housing.

A two-sided t-test is best used when a researcher is

unsure which o f whether a variable is positively or negatively related to the dependent
variable (Studemund, 1997). The null hypothesis will be that there is not a statistically
significant difference in the level o f robbery on blocks with public housing compared to
blocks without public housing.

In this research, I expect to find a significant positive

relationship between the presence o f public housing property and levels of robbery. In
addition, t-tests are used to evaluate whether there is a statistically significant difference
in the number o f robberies on blocks adjacent to public housing compared to blocks not
adjacent to public housing, and whether or not blocks with public housing towers have a
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statistically significant different number of robberies than blocks with public housing
developments.
Statistical significance is determined using the standard 5% (.05) level o f
significance, or alpha. When this level o f significance is used, the level of confidence is
then 95%.
Regression Analysis
M ultiple regression analysis, specifically OLS regression, is used in this research
to determine the effect o f the independent variables related to public housing on the
dependent variable (levels o f robbery), while controlling for other relevant variables.
Three regressions are run:

1) a regression including all public housing, 2) a regression

including only public housing development blocks, and 3) a regression including only
public housing tower blocks.

Multiple regression is able to control for the effects of

variables that are correlated with crime, which helps decrease the potential for both
rejecting a true null hypothesis (Type I error) and/or accepting a false null hypothesis
(Type II error). To use this type of regression, basic assumptions must be met that detail
the relationship o f the variables, the nature and distribution o f the error term about the
regression line, and the absence o f multicollinearity (Menard, 2002).
OLS regression is admittedly the simplest form o f regression, however the
purpose o f this research was to replicate earlier research o f Roncek and his colleagues
(1981), and in keeping with their tradition, the same form o f analysis was used. The use
of the same form o f regression in my research is further justified because the robbery data
in Roncek et al’s (1981) prior research was similar to my current data. For example,
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Roncek and his colleagues (1981) reported the mean number o f robberies on public
housing blocks was substantially higher than the mean number o f robberies on non-public
housing blocks (4.26 and 0.90, respectively) (p. 156).

Although a Poisson regression

may currently be the preferred form o f regression given the skewed distribution o f the
dependent variable, OLS regression still permits me to evaluate the overall importance of
the models and variables, as well as the importance o f each independent variable relative
to the dependent variable and keeps, and is a more accurate replication o f Roncek et al.’s
(1981) original research.

The statistical program SAS was used for all regressions

reported in this research.
Because OLS regression gives the importance, or strength, o f each independent
variable, this research determines what, if anything, these independent variables explain
about robbery on blocks in Omaha. The regressions are able to determine how important
variables such as density, the percent o f vacant properties, etc. in predicting robberies on
public housing blocks and non-public housing blocks in Omaha. Special attention is paid
to blocks adjacent to public housing and to differences between blocks with public
housing towers versus public housing developments.
M ulticollinearity
Because several of the independent variables could potentially be correlated with
one another, which is a violation o f a regression assumption (Menard, 2002),
multicollinearity is assessed by examining the zero order correlation matrix among only
the independent variables (which the late Dr. Roncek referred to lovingly as
“ZOCM AOTIV”).

Generally, correlations o f 0.8 or above indicate a problem of
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multicollinearity. M ulticollinearity is also analyzed in this research using the Variance
Inflation Factor (VIF), as reported in SAS; according to this test a VIF score o f 4 or
above indicates a problem with multicollinearity. Whether using ZOCMAOTIV or the
VIF scores to assess multicollinearity, the problem should be addressed by either
omitting the problem variable(s) or collapsing two or more variables into one. Problems
o f multicollinearity in this research, and the steps taken to address such, are highlighted
throughout my discussion o f the regression results.
Limitations
The current research design is limited in several ways.
variable robbery is a rare event.

First, the dependent

Analysis of rare events is tricky because the most

appropriate method o f regression is Poisson regression.

However, because the prior

research did not use this form o f regression, my research followed that example.
A further limitation o f this research had to do with the data itself.

Several

variables that were included in the previous research were unavailable in this research,
including many o f the social disorganization variables such as the percent of primary
individuals, the percent o f female heads o f households, age demographics, etc., which
undoubtedly limits the findings.
Last, as discussed in Chapter 1, the sample bias inherent in my research design by
the omission o f scattered-site housing must also be considered when interpreting my
results.

Despite this and the other limitations, however, this research provides insight

into an area o f research that is much in need o f reexamination.

43

CHAPTER IV: RESULTS
Before examining the relationship between robberies and the independent
variables regarding public housing, it is important to understand some of the
characteristics o f the variables across city blocks.
O f Om aha’s 7,678 blocks, 33 blocks had public housing in the form o f a tower or
low-rise family development in 2000; specifically, 10 blocks housed towers and 23
blocks housed family developments.

Further, there were 104 blocks categorized as

blocks adjacent to public housing property. Thus, blocks with public housing and blocks
adjacent to public housing blocks comprised only approximately 1.8% o f all city blocks.
Nine hundred eighty-five robberies occurred on Om aha’s 7,678 blocks in the year 2000.
Results of T-Tests
T-tests were used to evaluate whether or not there was a statistically significant
difference in the number o f robberies on public housing blocks compared to non-public
housing blocks, on blocks adjacent to blocks with public housing compared to blocks not
adjacent to public housing, and on blocks with public housing towers compared to blocks
with public housing developments.

Table 1 reports the results o f three t-tests.

Each

panel reports the number o f blocks per type of property, the mean num ber o f robberies
that occurred on that type o f block, the t value given by the t-test procedure (run in SPSS)
and the p value (i.e. significance value) given by the t-test procedure. To reach a level of
significance, a p value of below 0.05 is needed; two o f the three t-tests reached this level
o f significance.

For each t-test ran in this research, the results o f Levene’s test was
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evaluated to determine whether the two groups had equal or unequal variances for correct
interpretation.
Table 1: T-tests for Differences of Means
A. Difference o f Means between Blocks with Public Housing Property and Blocks
without Public Housing Property

Blocks with Public Housing
Blocks without Public Housing

# of Blocks
33
7645

Mean Robberies
1.27
0.12

t
2.61
------

p
<01

B. Difference o f Means between Blocks Adjacent to Blocks with Public Housing
Property and All Other City Blocks (Excluding Blocks with Public Housing Property)

Blocks Adjacent to Public Housing
All Other City Blocks

# of Blocks
104
7541

Mean Robberies
0.28
0.12

t
2.48

p
.02
—

C. Difference o f Means between Blocks with Public Housing Towers and Blocks with
Public Housing Developments

Blocks with Towers
Blocks with Developments

# of Blocks
10
23

Mean Robberies
t
0.40
-1.32
1.65----------------- ------

p
.20
—

**T-tests A and B were statistically significant at the .05 level

As indicated by Table 1, Panel A, there were 33 public housing blocks and 7,645
blocks without public housing. The results of t-test A were significant at the .01 level;.
Based on this t-test, it can be said there is a statistically significant difference in the
number o f robberies on blocks in Omaha with public housing property compared to
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blocks without public housing property.

As Panel A indicates, the mean number of

robberies on blocks with public housing was 1.27; the mean number o f robberies on
blocks without public housing was 0.12. This finding supports the main hypothesis of
this research, namely that public housing blocks would have significantly more robberies
than blocks without public housing.
The second t-test is described in Table 1 Panel B and evaluated whether or not
there was a significant difference in robberies on blocks adjacent to public housing
compared to all other city blocks, or in other words compared to blocks that were not
adjacent to public housing.

This test necessarily excluded all city blocks containing

public housing property (33 blocks). As Panel B indicates, there were 104 blocks coded
as adjacent to public housing, and 7,541 blocks that were not adjacent to public housing.
The results o f this t-test were significant at the 0.05 level, with a significance level o f
0.02. The results indicate there is a statistically significant higher proportion o f robberies
on blocks adjacent to public housing blocks (0.28), compared to blocks that were not
adjacent to public housing (0.12). These results support the secondary hypothesis o f this
research, namely that I would find a spillover effect; there were more robberies on blocks
adjacent to public housing blocks than on blocks not adjacent to public housing blocks.
In other words, the hypothesis was supported that blocks adjacent to public housing
blocks would have an increased occurrence o f robbery.
The third and final t-test is described in Table 1 Panel C and evaluated whether
there was a significant difference in the number o f robberies on blocks with public
housing towers compared to blocks with low-rise public housing developments.

The
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intent was to discover which form o f public housing might experience more robberies.
This test necessarily included only blocks with public housing property (33 blocks). As
indicated in Table 1 Panel C, the results o f this t-test were not significant at the 0.05
level; the significance level o f this t-test was 0.20. These results indicate there is not a
statistically significant difference in the number o f robberies on blocks with public
housing towers compared to blocks with public housing developments. These findings
seem counterintuitive when we examine the means o f both groups; blocks with public
housing towers had a mean o f 0.40 robberies per block and blocks with public housing
developments had a mean o f 1.65 robberies per block. This curious finding is possibly
due to the small sample size o f this t-test; again, the test included only 33 city blocks. In
sum, the size o f the means suggests there are real differences although statistical
significance was not attained. This finding of such different means contradicts the third
research hypothesis o f this research, namely that blocks with public housing towers
would have more robberies than blocks with public housing developments.
Results of Regressions
To address the research questions of the current study, it was necessary to run
three separate regression models. This was necessary because o f collinearity among the
variable identifying public housing blocks in general with the variables identifying public
housing tower blocks and public housing development blocks.

No variables were

removed from the research due to multicollinearity; other than these property
characteristic variables, collinearity was not a problem in this research. The blocks were
coded in this manner to allow me to ascertain not only the overall effect o f public housing
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in general, but the specific effect o f towers and developments, as each type of public
housing has distinct characteristics.
The results o f each regression model are reported in Tables 2, 3, and 4 below.
The tables report each variable’s significance, its Beta (or standardized coefficient), its b
coefficient (or unstandardized coefficient), its standard deviation, and its VIF scores. The
b values and standard errors are reported only for significant variables. Beta scores are
important in regression because this statistic standardizes

scores permitting an

examination o f the relative importance o f each variable in the model. The b coefficient,
or unstandardized coefficient, statistic indicates the unit change in robbery that can be
expected for every one unit change in each independent variable.

The standard error

indicates how closely we can estimate the true population value o f that variable based
upon the current sample. Lastly, the VIF score is reported as a measure o f collinearity.
Regression M odel One
The first regression model included robbery as the dependent variable and the
following independent variables:

1) percent Hispanic, 2) percent black, 3) population

density, 4) area, 5) total population, 6) percent of property owned, 7) public housing, 8)
adjacent to public housing, 9) percent o f property vacant, and 10) percent o f property for
sale. The results o f this regression are reported in Table 2.
This regression model contained no problems o f collinearity among variables as
measured by either the ZOCMAOTIV or the VIF scores. No variables came remotely
close to a zero order correlation score of 0.8 or above; no VIF scores over 4 were
reported.
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Table 2: Regression Model One

Variable
Percent Hispanic
Percent Black
Population Density
Area
Total Population
Percent o f Property Owned
Public Housing Property
Adjacent to Public Housing
Percent o f Property Vacant
Percent o f Property for Sale

Sig.

Beta

b

Std. Error

VIF

*

.07
.11
-.01
.02
.09
-.13
.11
.01
.02
.02

.00
.00

.00
.00

1.05
1.06
1.18
1.10
1.23
1.05
1.03
1.02
1.31
1.34

*
—

—

*
*
*

—
—

—

—

—

—

—

.00
-.00
.91

.00
.00
.10

—

—

—

—

—

—

R = 0.0617
* Statistically Significant at the 0.05 level

This regression model was statistically significant; the probability associated with
F was less than 0.0001 and explained 6.2% o f the variance o f robberies in Omaha in 2000.
Variables that were significant in this model included the percent Hispanic, the percent
black, total population, the percent of property that was owned, and the presence of
public housing.
This model indicates the presence o f public housing on a block will result in a
0.91 increase in the num ber o f robberies on that block.

In fact, according to the beta

scores, i.e. the standardized estimates, the presence o f public housing was the third
strongest predictor o f robberies among all of the independent variables.
The strongest correlate to robbery in this model was the percent of property on a
block that is owned (versus that which is for sale or rented); its b-coefficient, or
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unstandardized estimate was less than 0.01.

This finding supports the social

disorganization perspective because it indicates that the more properties are owned, the
more stable residency will be and the fewer robberies that will occur on a block.
As indicated by Table 2, the second strongest variable in this model was the
variable indicating the percent black. The beta score for this variable was 0.11; its bcoefflcient was less than 0.01.

This finding was similar to that o f Roncek and his

colleagues (1981) but must be kept in perspective because o f the omission o f other
variables that are typically confounded with race such as socioeconomic and educational
variables. Other significant variables in this model included the percent Hispanic, and
the total population o f the block.

It is important that the total block population was

significant because this supports the routine activities perspective.

As mentioned

previously, the more people live on a block, the more anonymity there should be, thereby
increasing the chance o f robbery by decreasing the effectiveness o f guardians. In other
words, the more people live on the block, the less likely it is that people will know each
other and the greater the chance o f robbery. Given this finding o f the significance o f the
total block population, it seemed to contradict the research that block density was not
significant, as Roncek and his colleagues (1981) found this variable to be significant in
their research. I had expected to find that as block density increased, so too would the
occurrence o f robberies but this was not borne out in the research, and in fact in this
model block density bore a negative b-coefficient. This regression model also indicates
that for every one percent change in Hispanic residents on a block we can expect a less
than 0.01 increase in the number o f robberies.
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It is also important to note that in this model, adjacency to public housing blocks
was not statistically significant but it was close; the probability associated with t for this
variable was 0.06. Significance o f variables is determined by a value o f less than 0.05 for
the probability associated with t.
Regression Model Two
The second regression model included robbery as the dependent variable and the
following independent variables:

1) percent Hispanic, 2) percent black, 3) population

density, 4) area, 5) total population, 6) percent o f property owned, 7) public housing
developments, 8) adjacent to public housing, 9) percent o f property vacant, and 10)
percent o f property for sale.

This model specifically evaluates the effects o f public

housing low-rise development blocks, whereas the first regression model evaluated the
combined importance o f both public housing tower blocks and public housing
development blocks. The results o f this regression are reported in Table 3.
This regression model also contained no problems of collinearity among variables
as measured by either the ZOCMAOTIV or the VIF scores. No variables came remotely
close to a zero order correlation score o f .8 or above; no VIF scores over 4 were reported.
This regression model was also statistically significant; the probability associated
with F was less than 0.0001 and explained 6.65% o f the variance o f robberies in Omaha
in 2000. Variables that were significant in this model included the percent Hispanic, the
percent black, total block population, the percent o f property that was owned, and the
presence o f public housing developments.
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Table 3: Regression Model Two

Variable

Sig.

Percent Hispanic
*
Percent Black
*
Population Density
Area
Total Population
*
Percent o f Property Owned *
Public Housing Development *
Adjacent to Public Housing Percent o f Property Vacant
Percent o f Property for Sale —

Beta

b

Std. Error

VIF

.07
<.01
-.01
.02
.10
-.13
.13
.01
.02
.02

<01
.11

< 01
< 01

1.05
1.06
1.18
1.10
1.23
1.03
1.03
1.02
1.31
1.32

—

—

—

—

<01
<-.01
1.30

< 01
< 01
.11

—

—

—

—

—

—

R = 0.0665
* Statistically Significant at the 0.05 level
This model indicates the presence o f public housing developments on a block is
significantly related to the occurrence o f robberies on that block. Again, the beta score
for this variable is helpful for interpretation. As indicated by Table 3, the beta score for
public housing developments was 0.13 after rounding. This variable was as powerful as
property ownership in this regression model; the variable indicating property owned
versus property rented or vacant had a beta score o f negative 0.13 after rounding.

In

other words, the effect o f property ownership was just as strong as the effect o f the
presence o f public housing but in the opposite direction. This regression model therefore
tells us something powerful about the chance o f robbery on city blocks in Omaha in 2000.
Namely, as the amount o f property ownership increased, the chance o f robbery decreased,
and also that the presence o f public housing developments on Omaha city blocks
increased the risk o f robbery.
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Other significant variables in this regression included the percent Hispanic and
the percent black.

The percent black was the third strongest predictor o f robberies (its

beta score was 0.11) and the percent Hispanic was the fourth strongest predictor of
robberies (its beta score was 0.08).
As in the first regression model, these findings support both the social
disorganization perspective and the routine activities theory, in part.

The regression

results indicate that property ownership (which theoretically increases neighborhood
stability thereby decreasing crime) negatively affects robbery.

The regression further

indicates, as did the first regression model, that as the population o f a block increases, so
does the chance o f robbery. As shown in Table 3, the total block population was the fifth
strongest variable in this regression, with a beta score o f 0.10.

Again, as in the first

model, the measure o f vacancy was not quite statistically significant - the probability
associated with t for this variable was 0.0548 to be exact, which is just a hair away from
the 0.05 needed for a finding o f statistical significance.

The variable measuring

population density was, again, not found to be statistically significant; this finding
contradicts both theoretical perspectives.
In general, the second regression model is important because it tells us that the
presence o f public housing family developments, decreases in home ownership, increases
in total population, and increases in the percent Hispanic and the percent black on blocks
in Omaha in 2000 increased the probability o f robbery.
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Regression Model Three
The third regression model included robbery as the dependent variable and the
following independent variables:

1) percent Hispanic, 2) percent black, 3) population

density, 4) area, 5) total population, 6) percent o f property owned, 7) public housing
towers, 8) adjacent to public housing, 9) percent o f property vacant, and 10) percent o f
property for sale.

It is meant to predict robbery as a function o f the type o f public

housing (high rise tower), net of other controls.

The results o f this regression are

reported in Table 4.
Table 4: Regression Model Three

Variable

Sig.

Beta

b

Std. Error

VIF

Percent Hispanic
Percent Black
Population Density
Area
Total Population
Percent o f Property Owned
Public Housing Towers
Adjacent to Public Housing
Percent o f Property Vacant
Percent o f Property for Sale

*

.07
.12
<-.01
.02
.10
-.14
<-.01
.01
.02
.02

<.01
<.01

<.01
<.01

1.05
1.04
1.18
1.10
1.23
1.03
1.01
1.02
1.31
1.32

*
—
—

*
*
—

—

—

—

R = 0.0505
* Statistically Significant at the 0.05 level

—

—

—

—

<.01
<-.01

<01
<01

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

—
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This model was statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

The probability

associated with F was less than 0.0001. The R-squared value o f this model was 0.0505,
meaning the model accounts for 5.05% o f the variance o f robberies on blocks in Omaha
in the year 2000.

Variables that were significant in this model included the percent

Hispanic, the percent black, the total population, and the percent o f property that was
owned. Importantly, the key variable o f interest in this model, i.e. the variable indicating
the presence o f a public housing tower on the block, was not statistically significant.
As was the case with the first two models, this regression model contained no
problems o f collinearity among variables as measured by either the ZOCMAOTIV or the
VIF scores. No variables approached a zero order correlation score o f 0.8 or above and
no VIF scores over 4 were reported therefore it was not necessary to omit or collapse any
variables.
In this regression model the most important variable was the percent o f property
that was owned; its beta score was -0.14.

Again, as discussed above, this finding

supports the social disorganization perspective because it indicates that as property
ownership (i.e. stability) increases, robbery decreases. The beta scores reported in Table
4 indicate the second most important predictor o f robberies in this model was the percent
black.

Again, this finding is consistent with the prior research of Roncek and his

colleagues (1981), which also found the percent black was significantly related to crime.
The most important finding of the third regression model is that the variable
indicating the presence o f a public housing tower on a block was not statistically
significant. This finding, combined with the findings o f the t-test results reporting the
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largest mean o f robberies were committed on public housing low-rise development
blocks, indicates that the influence o f public housing property on robberies, as reported in
the first regression model, is driven by the family development blocks and not the tower
blocks. This finding contradicted my initial assumptions that the larger buildings would
have more problems with robbery. This finding also seems to refute the ideas o f building
design and crime, etc. as explained by Newman (1972).
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION
Major Findings
The relationship between robbery and public housing is far more complicated
than that which is presented here.

However, the current research provides a general

glimpse o f which factors might be important predictors o f robbery on public housing
blocks. Two o f the three main research questions were answered in the affirmative by
this research:

1) Public housing blocks did indeed have more robberies than blocks

without public housing, and 2) there was a definite difference in the occurrence of
robbery on public housing tower blocks versus blocks that housed public housing
developments.
In m y view, the most important finding o f this research is that the presence of
public housing developments, not public housing towers, significantly increased the risk
o f robbery on blocks in Omaha in the year 2000. In other words, the reason there were
more robberies on blocks with public housing is because o f the robberies that occurred on
development blocks, not tower blocks.

In fact, the t-test output reported a mean of

only .40 robberies on tower blocks but a mean o f 1.65 robberies on development blocks.
I believe this finding can be explained by several situational factors. First, the public
housing towers, as discussed in Chapter 1, have restricted entries, which allows the OHA
staff to monitor who enters and exits the building and when. The doors to the towers are
locked to non-residents and although residents often let strangers inside, strangers are not
able to simply wander in freely or un-noticed.

Second, the towers are monitored by

surveillance cameras, 24 hours a day, and 7 days a week. To a would-be robber, this
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chance of being identified might seem too risky. In addition, while the routine activities
theory posits that anonymity increases as the number o f people in the building increases,
thereby increasing the risk o f crime due to the decreased effectiveness o f guardians, the
opposite might also be true. It is possible that as more people live in the tower, there are
more eyes watching out for suspicious persons and activities. It is also possible the
culture o f the towers is such that residents are on the lookout for anything out o f the
ordinary or people they do not know. Last, it is possible that there is a difference in the
demographics (age for example) o f the tower residents compared to the residents o f the
low-rise developments; such differences might help explain the differences in the
occurrence o f robbery. I was unable to evaluate this possibility in the current research.
This finding is important for policy makers.

Given the finding that robberies

occurred more than three times as often on development blocks as on tower blocks,
policy makers might be wise to implement measures to decrease robbery on development
blocks. For example, while access cannot be restricted to family developments as is done
in the towers, perhaps outsiders can be discouraged from entering the OHA property
through measures such as speed bumps on all roads leading into and out of the
developments. Another way to limit entry to outsiders could be to install fences around
the yards o f residents or perhaps around the entire development. Residents might then be
encouraged to feel more ownership o f their space, which Newman (1972) long ago
suggested was a good idea.
Another factor that could explain the dramatic difference in the occurrence of
robbery on public housing development blocks versus tower blocks could be the
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neighborhoods in which the properties are located.

Both Spencer Homes and

Pleasantview Homes (i.e. two o f the three developments) are located in areas o f town that
have experienced crime problems in general beyond robbery. It is possible the presence
o f the public housing property somehow amplifies or attracts the problems o f the
neighborhood in general.
The second hypothesis o f this research, namely that blocks adjacent to public
housing would have an increased risk o f robbery than blocks not adjacent to public
housing, was only somewhat supported by the findings reported here. While the t-tests
indicated there was a statistically significant difference in robberies on blocks that were
adjacent to public housing when compared to blocks that were not adjacent to public
housing, the variable measuring adjacency to public housing was not significant in any o f
the three regression models. This is somewhat consistent with the findings o f Roncek
and his colleagues (1981) who reported that their research did not “support perceptions o f
enormous spillover effects from public housing projects...” (p. 164). In fact, the findings
reported here might well support the work of Pyle (1976) who found the importing o f
crime, and not vice versa. This seems likely given the fact that the developments had the
most robberies o f any type o f city block, and in these developments the general public
can wander to and from freely by car and/or foot.

The lack o f a spillover effect in

relation to public housing towers in Omaha should be considered by policy makers when
deciding where to purchase or build public housing property in the future.
Other important findings were that the percent Hispanic, percent black, decreases
in property ownership and increases in the total population o f blocks were significant in
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all three models. Roncek and his colleagues (1981) also reported percent black and the
block population to be significant in their regression models. However, their research
found percent Hispanic was not significant.

This finding could possibly be explained

because the population o f Hispanics in Cleveland during the 1970’s was likely very
different from the populations o f Hispanics in Omaha in the year 2000.

Immigrant

populations and their relative cultures vary greatly by region and over time, therefore
these divergent findings are not cause for concern.
Policy Implications and Suggestions for Future Research
Despite its shortcomings, this research has some clear implications for policy
formation. As suggested above, the OH A should consider paying extra attention to the
location and structure o f future projects. The location o f public housing in the worst parts
o f the city does not bode well for residents; effort should be made in the future to obtain
land that is more dispersed throughout the city in less poverty-stricken areas. If the land
cannot be purchased, perhaps it could be donated or otherwise obtained; land in better
areas will likely be more costly therefore perhaps HUD and local agencies should
consider additional subsidies and grants for this purpose.
In addition, the OHA should consider consulting with the city o f Omaha
regarding the installation o f speed bumps and other measures that could discourage
outsiders from hanging out on the OHA development property. Another tactic would be
to increase the use o f surveillance cameras and post notice o f the surveillance. If wouldbe robbers clearly knew that the property was under constant surveillance, this could
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decrease their willingness to engage in crime on the premises. Funding for this type of
security should be increased.
Also, the weak explanatory power (i.e. the low R-square values) of the regression
models in this research is likely due to the lack o f several relevant variables, such as the
percent o f single-headed families, mean age o f residents, etc. Other variables that could
be included in future research are the number o f housing units per block (if available), the
percent o f overcrowding per block, and the average rent or income per block. In addition,
future research should utilize a confidence interval; this will likely add power to the
regression m odels’ ability to predict robbery (i.e. it should raise the R-square values).
Although I used the standard 0.05 alpha level in this research, there is no reason future
research could not use a 0.10 alpha.
The research presented here indicates no robbery spillover effects.

Future

research should investigate other violent crimes such as assault, and other predatory
index crimes such as burglary and auto theft in order to more fully determine the overall
relationship o f public housing and crime. Moreover, robbery is a relatively rare event,
thus providing only a small number of incidents distributed by block. Examinations of
other more frequent crimes, such as burglary, would likely yield a larger distribution of
incidents per block and thereby increase the explanatory power o f statistical tests and
ultimately our understanding o f public housing’s effects on crime.
While we know that blocks containing public housing would be considered
below-poverty, it is also likely that there is great variation in the adjacent blocks and all

61

other city blocks. Future research should definitely include this descriptive information
for depth o f interpretation.
Future research that followed the above-described suggestions would be a more
true replication o f Roncek and his colleagues (1981) work and would tell Omahans much
about their risk o f victimization with respect to public housing.
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A PPEN D IX A:

OHA TOW ER ADDRESSES
Benson Tower - 5900 NW Radial Hwy.
Crown Tower - 5904 Henninger Ave.
Evans Tower - 3600 No. 241" St.
Florence Tower - 5100 Florence Blvd.
Highland Tower - 2500 B St.
Jackson Tower - 600 So. 27th St.
Kay-Jay Tower - 4500 So. 25th St.
Park North Tower - 1501 Park Ave.
Park South Tower - 1601 Park Ave.
Pine Tower - 1500 Pine St.
Underwood Tower - 4850 Underwood Ave.
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A PPEN D IX B:

OHA TOW ER BLOCK NUMBER ID LIST
T ract #
000600
003200
002100
004000
000700
003200
003800

Block #
1000
1000
1010
1013
1047
2013
3000

Block Group #
1
1
1
1
1
2
3

005700
004800
006301

3003
3007
3017

3
3
3

Tower Name
Florence
Highland
Pine
Jackson
Evans
Kay-Jay
Park North &
South
Benson
Underwood
Crown
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A PPE N D IX C:

OHA DEVELOPMENT BLOCK NUM BER ID LIST
Tract #
001200
001200
001200
005200
001100
001100
001100
001100
001100
005200
005200
001100
001100
001100
001100
001100
001100
002900
002900
002900
002900
002900
002900

Block #
1002
1003
1004
1009
1012
1013
1017
1018
1019
1022
1023
2026
2027
2028
2029
2030
2031
4006
4007
4010
4011
4014
4016

Block Group #
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
2
2
2
2
2
4
4
4
4
4
4

Development Name
Spencer Homes
Spencer Homes
Spencer Homes
Pleasantview Homes
Spencer Homes
Spencer Homes
Spencer Homes
Spencer Homes
Spencer Homes
Pleasantview Homes
Pleasantview Homes
Pleasantview Homes
Pleasantview Homes
Pleasantview Homes
Pleasantview Homes
Pleasantview Homes
Pleasantview Homes
Southside Terrace
Southside Terrace
Southside Terrace
Southside Terrace
Southside Terrace
Southside Terrace
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A PPEN D IX D:

BLOCK NUM BER ID LIST OF BLOCKS ADJACENT TO OHA TOW ER OR
DEVELOPMENT BLOCKS
Tract #
002100
004800
004800
004800
004800
004800
004800
004900
005200
002100
003200
000600
005200
003200
000600
000600
003200
002000
002000
002000
002100
002100
002100
005200
000600
004000
004000
000600
004000
005700
001100
004000
001100
004000
001100
004000

Block #
1011
3000
3001
3006
3008
3009
3010
4008
1000
1011
1001
1001
1002
1002
1002
1003
1003
1004
1005
1006
1008
1007
1009
1010
1010
1010
1011
1011
1012
1013
1014
1014
1015
1015
1016
1016

Block Group #
1
3
3
3
3
3
3
4
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Adjacent
Pine
Underwood
Underwood
Underwood
Underwood
Underwood
Underwood
Underwood
Pleasantview
Pine
Highland
Florence
Pleasantview
Highland
Florence
Florence
Highland
Pine
Pine
Pine
Pine
Pine
Pine
Pleasantview
Florence
Jackson
Jackson
Florence
Jackson
Benson
Spencer
Jackson
Spencer
Jackson
Spencer
Jackson
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Tract #
001100
000400
000700
000700
000700
000700
000700
000700
000700
000700
000700
000700
000700
002900
005200
006506
005700
002900
005200
006506
006506
003800
006505
003800
003200
003200
000400
003200
003200
003200
003200
003200
001100
005700
001100
001100
001100
002000
005700
003800
000300

Block #
1020
1027
1029
1030
1031
1032
1033
1046
1048
1049
1050
1053
1054
2000
2000
2000
2000
2001
2001
2003
2004
2006
2006
2008
2009
2010
2010
2011
2012
2014
2015
2016
2018
2020
2023
2024
2025
2025
3001
3001
3002

Block Group #
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
3
3
3

Adjacent
Spencer
Florence
Spencer
Spencer
Spencer
Spencer
Evans
Evans
Evans
Evans
Evans
Evans
Evans
Southside
Pleasantview
Crown
Benson
Southside
Pleasantview
Crown
Crown
Park No. & So.
Crown
Park No. & So.
Kay-Jay
Kay-Jay
Florence
Kay-Jay
Kay-Jay
Kay-Jay
Kay-Jay
Kay-Jay
Pleasantview
Benson
Pleasantview
Pleasantview
Pleasantview
Highland
Benson
Park No. & So.
Florence
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Tract #
005700
005700
002500
002500
000800
001100
001100
006301
003800
006301
006301
000800
000800
002900
002900
002900
002900
002900
002900
002900
002900
002900
002400
002900
002900
002900

Block #
3004
3005
3007
3008
3008
3011
3012
3015
3015
3016
3018
3029
3030
4000
4001
4002
4003
4005
4008
4009
4012
4013
4014
4015
4017
4018

Block Group #
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

Adjacent
Benson
Benson
Highland
Highland
Evans
Pleasantview
Pleasantview
Crown
Park No. & So.
Crown
Crown
Evans
Evans
Southside
Southside
Southside
Southside
Southside
Southside
Southside
Southside
Southside
Highland
Southside
Southside
Southside

A PPEN D IX E:

Descriptive Statistics of the Independent Variables
D escriptive S tatistics

AREA
DENPOP
POP
OWN
RENT
VAC
PCTHISP
PCTBLACK
FORSALE

N
7678

Minimum
.00005

7678

.000

7678
7678
7678
7678
7678
7678
7678

0
0
0
0
.0
.0
0

Maximum
2.37610
338095.23
8
1516
227
846
114
99.9
99.9
22

Mean
.0150720
5751.9314
2
50.80
12.17
8.24
1.17
5.572
12.052
.12

Std. Deviation
.04179126
9054.669822
70.115
15.518
28.188
4.070
12.9297
25.2292
.504

